Immunohistochemical localization of mu-opioid receptors in human dental pulp.
Studies in both animal and clinical models suggest that opioids exert their analgesic effects not only through activation of receptors in the CNS but also through interaction with peripheral opioid receptors. This study evaluated the presence and distribution of mu-opioid receptors in human dental pulp. Human third molars indicated for extraction were removed, fixed in 4% paraformaldehyde and 0.2% picric acid, and decalcified in 10% EDTA and 7.5% polyvinylpyrrolidone. The teeth were cut using a cryostat, and the avidin-biotin peroxidase immunohistochemistry technique was used. Immunostaining for mu-opioid receptors was detected along the nerve bundle of the radicular as well as coronal dental pulp. Positive immunostaining was also observed in the individual nerve fibers in the coronal region. This demonstration of opiate receptors on pulpal nerve fibers suggests a peripheral site in the dental pulp where endogenous or exogenous opioids can interact with mu-opioid receptors.